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1 This idea has a source in Mellor (1999), Hargreaves et al. (1996) and Kelly (1955).
In: Christopher Wallbaum (Ed.): Comparing International Music Lessons on Video. Dresden 2019 
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:bsz:14-qucosa2-337705 
I.1 On Comparing
Mapping the Field of Comparative Research in Music Education
Christopher Wallbaum & Simon Stich
The chapter starts systematically clarifying the meaning of comparing and then 
steps into the field addressing systematic problems of comparative research in 
music education historically and theoretically. Picking up an idea  of Bray & 
Thomas, finally the field of comparative music education is sketched in the form 
of a cube.
The field of international and intercultural comparative music education is 
unclear and not without contradictions. The function of this mapping is to 
give an overview of the situation and to introduce some recurrent differenti-
ations which may prove to be useful in the field. To keep the lines of the 
drawing clear, we use one continuous terminology and give hints and refer-
ences to variations, with further examples and literature in footnotes.
After bringing some general reflections on comparing to mind with an il-
lustrative game, we present the historical material around some general points 
of discussion in the field of comparative studies: nation, culture and interests 
in history of comparative music education, methods and assumptions, and fi-
nally, we pick up an idea of Bray & Thomas (1995 and 2014) and sketch the 
field of comparative music education in the form of a cube. 
A Game on Comparing1
A simple game helps to clarify both comparison as driven by interests and the 
complexity of music education as practice in performance (on video). Please 
look at the three objects in Fig. 1 and decide on one, which you would take 
away because it differs to the others. 
Of course, the objects and units of comparison are three musical instru-
ments but still there are many possibilities and reasons for decision. Maybe 
you put the double bass away because it is much larger than a violin and a sax-
ophone. Comparing the saxo-
phone to the violin and double
bass, the saxophone differs be-
cause it belongs to the family of
woodwind instruments. Ac-
cording to this reasoning, the
categories of comparison, the
tertia com pa ra tionis are the size
of the instrument and the in-
strument-family.
Doing the game a second time with the pictures in Fig. 2, the reasons may
change. Even if the same instruments  are compared, other tertia compara-
tionis appear.
The instruments in Fig. 1 already materialise a musical culture, but in use
they refer to further cultural aspects like the situation of performance, the at-
titude of the musician, fashion, equipment in the background, etc. One ob-
vious decision in the comparing game could be to take the violin player away
because her attitude refers to classical music while the saxophone player and
the bass player seem to play jazz. Following this decision, the tertium com-
parationis would be a musical culture. Hence, the example in Fig. 2 could
lead to an intercultural comparison.
In a third step of the game three pictures of different music lessons are to
be compared (see Fig. 3). The pictures are stills from music lessons on video,
recorded in Beijing, Lower Saxony and Sweden, that are discussed in this
book. Which one would you take away? These pictures show one more pos-
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Fig. 2: Musi-
cians playing
Fig. 1: Instruments
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sible dimension of comparison. Now
it is possible to relate two pictures not
only regarding music but also with re-
gard to pedagogy.2
Of course we could add further
steps to the game, for example com-
paring the pictures as pictures or the
perspective of the cameras used in
making the videos (e.g. Bohnsack
2011; on video research in general in
educational science, e.g. Goldmann et
al. 2007). Whatever we compare, it
depends on the particular tertium
comparationis, which objects are in-
teresting for comparison. The interest
can be inspired from theoretical or
political interest as well as from char-
acteristics of the objects themselves.
In the Leipzig-symposium (2014) we
had both: Lessons-on-video as objects
and tertia comparationis both used in
the presentations and in the interna-
tional discussions about them. (Prantl
analysed the tertia comparationis in
Chapter III.1 Talking about Music
Lessons).
(Explicit) Comparison and Implicit Comparison
It is possible to describe nearly every perception as a comparison. Even the
perception of a newborn baby may be described as comparing its second im-
pression with the first starting a circle of comparisons. In our everday lan-
guage we would not call seeing a chair a comparison. Only if we had to de-
cide between two chairs we would perhaps start comparing them. In this text
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2 About this distinction in music classrooms see Chapter IV.2 Interferences …
Fig. 3: Music practices in class-
rooms
we use the word comparison
only if two or more objects are
related to each other (see
Fig. 4).
The field of comparative
music education serves cases of
comparison, especially regard-
ing ethnological research,
which cannot easiliy be de-
scribed as comparisons of two
or more units. Somehow these
problems go back to the above stated issue regarding any perception, but
there is a difference. It can be compared with the difference between learn-
ing a first and a second language. Starting to learn a second language, we
compare it with the first until we “take off” and act and think in the second
only. In this sense we understand comparative researchers in sociology and
compulsory education, when they claim,
that facing something unknown always
means comparing it with similar known ex-
amples in our memory (Schriewer 2013,
21–22, Stark et al. 2012). In the example of
one chair it may remind us of another one.
According to Joe Tobin (1999) we call cas-
es like this implicit comparison (see Fig. 5). 
I need first to make an epistemological point:
All anthropology is comparative, but only
implicitly. What the anthropologist and his
or her audience find interesting and com-
pelling in another culture is based on an im-
plicit comparison with their own culture.
Even single-culture studies are comparative
in that readers read the culture presented in
the ethnography against their understanding
of their own culture. (Tobin 1999, 125) 
Indeed, there is no consensus about the
question, if every single case study can au-
tomatically be called comparative only be-
cause it is done by an anthropologist or be-
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Fig. 4: (Explicit) comparison
cause it concerns another culture. The German music educator and music
ethnologist Bernd Clausen (in his study about music education in Japan,
2009, 29) makes the proposal, that an implicit comparison would be suffi-
ciently justified to be a work of scientific comparative education (Vergle-
ichende Erziehungswissenschaft) if it leads to an individual reflection of a
euro- or ethnocentric attitude.
Implicit and explicit comparisons can take place in different ways and in
different phases of any research. Tobin et al. (1989; 2009) developed a
method using video-scenes with Japanese, US- and Chinese teacher-student-
interactions. The research team produced 20 minute clips of a typical day in
a preschool and showed it to cultural insiders and outsiders to turn the tak-
en-for-granted behaviour of the actors into words.3 All in all explicit com-
parison defines two objects to be compared and the tertium comparationis,
and implicit comparison is done individually during the research process or
reading the result of another single case study.
Is Comparative Music Education a Scientific Discipline?
As described in the previous section the everyday meaning of the word com-
paring can be and has been technically stretched. For international research
in music education it is obviously relevant not only to reflect the act of com-
paring but also to identify it as scientific research. The question, if compari-
son is or can be a science regarding social subjects has already been reflected
in other disciplines. The sociologist Durkheim wrote in 1895:
Comparative sociology is not a special branch of sociology; it is sociology itself,
in so far as it ceases to be purely descriptive and aspires to account for facts.
(Durkheim, [1895], 1982, 157).4
On the other hand, several positions in educational sciences since Dilthey,
disclaim a comparative approach as complementary to theoretical and his-
torical approaches (see Schriewer 2012, 31). Concerning single case studies
and implicit comparative studies Schriewer refers to world culture theorists
with the statement
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3 See the method of Vignettes in Chapters I.2 Videography on the Way, 71 and I.3 The Ana-
lytical Short Film, 100.
4 In the same sense compare Stark et al. 2012, 9.
Comparison comes in only rhetorically (Ramirez & Meyer 1981). 
For the most part the disagreement about the scientific quality of compara-
tive research seems to depend on two disputed issues: the reach of compara-
tive methods in general (corresponding to the contrast between quantitative
and qualitative research) and the comparability of objects like states, cul-
tures, institutions and practices. We come back to methodological aspects in
the section about methods and assumptions. 
In comparative music education the situation seems to be a little bit dif-
ferent to other disciplines, as the field of research concerning what we call
comparative music education is heterogeneous, because the studies in the field
do not only have different referred objects (cultures, nations and/or coun-
tries) and different approaches – but also do not locate themselves necessar-
ily within comparative music education. And if they do, in different dis-
courses the same words have different meanings.5 The main reasons are lack
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5 Four examples from our exploring the field:
(1) Three articles in the Oxford-Handbook (2012, vol.1) are dealing with objects, issues and
approaches of comparative music education, but only McCarthy refers to “Comparative
Music Education”, while Nettl and Schippers & Campbell just give hints to comparative in-
quiry: Nettl describes the interface between music education and ethnomusicology, Schippers
& Campbell present a framework for describing music educational practices from a cross-
cultural point of view and McCarthy formulates six common global areas of concern. 
(2) In January 2016 the international data base for music research RILM (there are no data
bases just for music educational research) displayed about 17 500 findings for the term “Mu-
sic Education”. For the terms “Comparative Music Education” it displayed 87 findings and
for “Comparison Music Education” 75. The small number is due to the fact that not many
researchers locate themselves within comparative music education explicitly. (It should be
noted that there are several studies in music education not listed in RILM.)
(3) Cox & Stevens (2010, 3 and 11) identify the difficulties of reconciling different under-
standings of comparative music education, as on the one hand they describe it as “a part of
other fields such like music education history” (3, cursive CW&SiS) and on the other hand
music education history as “just one of the research fields [...] alongside [...] comparative ed-
ucation” (11).
(4) How valid is the result from entering the keyword Music Education into a search en-
gine? Within the international discourse the term “music education” may be used as a gener-
ic term for all subdisciplines in the field, but in the German spoken world the English word
music education is used for just one subdiscipline. (In the German discourse “Musikpäda-
gogik” (music pedagogy) is more general. On variations of the meaning concerning the term
music education, cf. McCarthy (2012, 42–43). Furthermore, there is much research within
comparative music education, which is not translated into English apart from the abstracts:
e.g. Na (2007) and Gweon (2010) in Corean; Kokkidou (2007) in Greece; Dong (2007) in
Japanese, Wallbaum (2013a) in German; Clausen (2009) in German (with an English sum-
mary) etc.
of manpower and finance combined with a most complex double-cultural
object (pedagogy mixed with music, see Fig. 3 in the comparing game above).
Nevertheless there is comparative music education and there is research with-
in it. Reflection about scientific comparative research historically arises with
international comparisons. 
History: Nations, Cultures and Interests 
The history of comparative music education can in large part be told paral-
lel to the history of international comparative studies in political or educa-
tional science, although it started later and the reasons for a shift of focus
from nation to culture are to some extent different. The first international
comparisons appeared with the advent of the national states. 
Compulsory schooling began in the early 1700s in Europe … [It] was initiated in
the more peripheral European states, beginning in the various German states and
in Austria, then in Denmark, Greece, and Spain. By the mid-1800s, states outside
Europe began to institute compulsory schooling – Haiti, Argentina, Massachu-
setts in the United States, then Japan. European nations continued to enact com-
pulsory schooling statutes – Norway and Sweden, then finally in the late 1800s,
the industrial leaders – France, the Netherlands, and Britain. (Williams 1997, 120,
cited from Cox/Stevens 2010, 2)
The interest was to learn from the others by borrowing (copying and imple-
menting) good ideas. Commissioners travelled to other states and sampled
information about how they organised their institutions, structures and na-
tional cultures. In France Marc Antoine Jullien (1775–1848) published in
1817 an essay summarising the first scientific reflections about comparative
activity in education. In the first part, Jullien reflects on purposes and meth-
ods for the discipline he calls “comparative education”. In the second part of
his essay, he develops questions, which should be carried out as a question-
naire in order to gather information and data about public education in Eu-
ropean states. Using scientific reasoning and methods to find rules and prin-
ciples, his aim was to ameliorate public education.
The first comparative activities in music education started in the 19th cen-
tury. In 1827 the American William C. Woodbridge visited Europe. In 1880
Japan wanted to borrow a concept of music education from the US and asked
the music educator Luther Whiting Mason to establish it in Japan (Kertz-
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Welzel 2015). At the same time in 1878 musical inspector John Hullah visit-
ed Germany and France to ameliorate English music education, he adopted
the teaching technique of solfège albeit unsuccessfully in most of the countries
within Britain’s sphere (Cox/Stevens 2010, 7).
For centuries the motive behind comparisons has always been some kind
of application. Comparisons focused on understanding came later. Of course,
the objects of international comparison are never as simple as in Fig. 1 (the
comparing game) above, every comparison is dependent on communication
and includes some understanding, but this minimal understanding may stop,
when it seems to be enough for an application. For example, Luther Whiting
finished his investigation of the adapted models earlier than he should have
for understanding the difficulties in adopting a concept of music education
from the US in Japan (Kertz-Welzel 2015). A simple example from today il-
lustrates this principle: it may be enough for an application to understand
how a warm-up exercise is well conducted, but it is different to understand
its meaning in a musical culture, a national curriculum and philosophy of
music education. The relevance of interweaving between educational practice
and context has often been underestimated.
Research in comparative music education guided by the interest in under-
standing came from international conferences, even if the idea of “under-
standing” was completely different in the beginning. When Leo Kestenberg
in 1936 – having escaped from Nazi-Germany – organised the first interna-
tional conference of Music Education with participants from 21 countries in
Prague, he had the idea, that a given global musical understanding could
change the course of events.6 We know that it didn’t. But it took again sev-
eral decades until the idea of music changed from a cross-cultural common
language of all humans to a culture-dependent phenomenon. In 1953 the In-
ternational Society of Music Education (ISME) was founded in Brussels. 
In a sense, ISME could be conceived as a microcosm of the global community at
the time, reflecting the political goals of nations and regions worldwide. (Mc-
Carthy 2004, 34) 
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6 „Discussed topics were the competition festival movement, concerts for youth, the use of
the phonograph in the classroom and musical appreciation, and the Jaques-Dalcroze
method“ (McCarthy, 1993, 13). Despite these not very political issues even the effort for in-
ternational communication was highly political, because at the same time the national so-
cialism strenghtened.
Comparative music education research after World war II was structured by
distinctions following categories of national administration until the last
handbook article titled Research methods in comparative and international
music education was published in 1992 (Kemp/Lepherd 1992).7 At that time,
in the course of global communicating music education the idea of music
gradually changed from a cross-cultural to a culture-relative one. McCarthy
(1997, 89–91), locates the starting point for this process during the 1950s
and 60s. In other words the focus of interest changed from constructing com-
munity to understanding diversity.8 It may be emblematic, that comparative
musicology (in German “Vergleichende Musikwissenschaft”) was renamed
ethnomusicology (“Musikethnologie”). In our days, the ethnologist Bruno
Nettl describes music education as a natural part of ethnomusicology (Nettl
2012) and together with persons coming from ethnomusicology more than
from education the ethnological view on music became crucial in compara-
tive and international music education (Campbell 2003; Clausen 2009; Schip-
pers 2010). A guiding question of McCarthy (2012, 48–51) regarding cur-
ricula gets to the heart of the interconnectedness between culture and politics
in music education: “Whose music is to be taught?”9
As the focus in comparative music education had shifted to music as cul-
ture, in other comparative disciplines the idea of nation became problematic,
as it had been equated with one and only one culture. Today states are un-
derstood as framing different cultures beside the national one, which is con-
sidered to be defined by a ruling class (Mason 2014, 229–235; Schriewer
2013, 24–25).10 At the same time cultures – for example musical cultures –
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7 Systemic educational studies were done by Kraus (1960), Gieseler (1969) and later by Lep-
herd (1988; 1991; 1994; 1995). 
8 Today both positions are represented. McCarthy (2004; 2012, 40–42) adresses an interna-
tional community of music educators. Kertz-Welzel points out the potential of philosophy of
music education as an international “meeting point” (2013, 62–64) and promotes commu-
nity music as an international concept, which is “strongly defined through its political and
cultural habitus”. (Clausen 2016b, 78–80)
9 Articles from ten countries about Patriotism and nationalism in music education clearify the
ongoing importance of the political dimension of music as cultural practice impressively.
(Hebert/Kertz-Welzel 2012)
10 Alexander (2000) compares the pedagogical cultures of pre-schools in five countries (France,
Russia, India, the US and England). He distinguishes three levels of analyses: educational
systems/policies/histories, schools and classrooms. Thus, results on different levels can be
contextualised with each other. That avoids an equation of nation and culture and the prob-
lem of methodological nationalism.
cross the borders of nations. Hence several comparative studies in music ed-
ucation have been carried out within international, intercultural or cross-cul-
tural settings. Ongoing globalisation changed both reality and meanings of
nation as well as culture, but the words are still useful. For example, the com-
parison of lessons-on-video in this book is addressed as inter-national, mean-
ing that the lessons are from different countries.
In educational sciences the horizon of international and comparative re-
search has been opened to several units of comparison: places, systems, times,
race, class and gender, cultures, values, policies, curricula, pedagogical inno-
vations, ways of learning and educational achievements (Bray et al. 2014,
v–vi). From this general educational perspective culture is only one unit
among others, while in comparative music education the cultural subject mu-
sic determines both the units and the approaches and methods.
Interests: Aiming at Application or aiming at Understanding
Summarizing the history of comparative music education research, two guid-
ing interests can be distinguished: Application and Understanding (see
Fig. 6).11 As stated above the interest in understanding is to some extent an
element of every investigation. The crucial point addressed in our distinction
is that there is no interest in the research other than understanding (or in oth-
er words: coming as close as possible to truth).12
Nevertheless fundamental problems with this distinction can be exposed
in different respects. Alexander (2012, 10–14) points to the problem of mis-
using results after finishing a research project. Attention should be payed to
this aspect in disseminating the results, but it does not contradict a guiding
interest in understanding during the research process.
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11 To the same end Schriewer (2013, 33) distinguishes interventionist vs. academic interests.
12 As for the truth we follow the idea, that nobody can own it, but that it is a cross-cultural ba-
sic idea included in communication, that people – if they can take enough time – can come
to an understanding and that they can differentiate between for example the claim of valid-
ity regarding a social norm and a scientific truth. Jürgen Habermas claims this position in
The Unity of Reason in the Diversity of Voices (2009).
Fig. 6: Guiding interests behind comparison
Indeed, a problem lies with the fact that both interests in application and un-
derstanding draw close to each other in situations of commissioned research.
Tobin points out that it is a
particularly acute problem in comparative educational studies, where researchers
often study other cultures’ educational practices in order to support a position
they held before they begun their research. (1999, 128)
Generally it makes no difference, how a research project is funded. When
commissioners from a music education association justify comparative re-
search with the reason to get “historical insights for future policy action”
(Cox/Stevens 2010, 3), this can be problematic regarding the interest of un-
derstanding in the same extent as, for example, research funding from in-
strument manufacturers. What is important is whether external funding
comes with demands on certain results. 
An example balancing exactly on the border between both interests were
the (additional) TIMSS video studies 1995 and 1999 established by the IEA
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– Borrowing (Jullien; Hullah)
– Benchmarking/Power and performance measurement (PISA;
TIMMS)
– Politics (ministries, professional associations, music educational
communities) (McCarthy 2004, 2012; Kertz-Welzel 2014 &
2015)
– Critique (e.g. postcolonial perspectives: Westerlund 1999;
Agawu 2014)
– Questioning the taken-for-grantedness of our beliefs (Burnard
et al. 2008)
– Expanding the sense of the range of ways humans can live (To-
bin 1999, 124)
– Finding rational structures/laws of (music) education, of com-
munication, of social systems, of cultural interconnectedness
etc. (e.g. the frameworks of Schippers 2010 and Lepherd 1988,
1991; McCarthy 2012; TIMMS; pre-study)
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(Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study).13 The interest was
to portray different models of teaching mathematics. Reaching intercultural
validity required pre-studies, so international research teams coded observed
ways of teaching (more elaborated in the Pre-Study of TIMMS 1999-R).
From this perspective the interest of the video studies was on understanding.
But when associating the results of the video studies with the main study an
overlapping of both interests understanding and application becomes obvi-
ous: A high ranking of a nation in the student achievements was related to its
way of teaching.14 Similarly as in the TIMSS pre-study, in the Leipzig-Sym-
posium the researchers came together to understand the different ways of
teaching music in lessons-on-video. We can imagine, that, if the researchers
had been forced to find exact common categories for an international survey,
the balance might have shifted to the application interest in the next step.
The situation in the Leipzig-Symposium was however free of such application
interest.
As we already showed in the game above, no comparison can be done
without an interest. But this does not mean, that the reflection of interests
guiding a comparative study would be unimportant. On the contrary they
are and their disclosure and reflection must be inevitable part of every study
in comparative music education as in all scientific research.
Christopher Wallbaum & Simon Stich
46
13 The setting of TIMSS 1995 is described in detail in Jacobs et al. (1999), TIMSS 1995 and
1999 in Pauli&Reusser (2006).
14 The entanglement of interests became obvious when first results of the TIMMS video study
1995 were published. The study produced the hypotheses of country-specific patterns, ex-
tracted from mathematic lessons of Germany, the USA and Japan. Good results in mathe-
matical TIMMS-ranking and the way of teaching in Japan were linked and the “Japanese
Myth” was made up. The Japanese pattern coincided with a current idea of best practice in
mathematics. After the hypotheses of country-specific patterns could not be replicated in the
TIMMS-R video study 1999, a broad discussion without agreement followed: the different
methodical procedures of TIMMS 1995 and TIMMS 1999-R were regarded as a cause of
why the results could not be repeated (see Pauli & Reusser, 2006, 780 ff.). Secondary analy-
sis and interpretations were done. While Givvin et al. (2005, 342) conclude “that national
patterns of teaching do exist”, LeTendre et al. (2001, 12) concedes that there are national fac-
tors which shape teaching, but claim that these should not be overemphasized, because
“Much of the ‘culture’ of nations like Japan, the U.S., and Germany” would be “embedded
in shared common institutional forms”. We come back to this generally different positions
in the next section.
Methods and Assumptions 
(Culture, Social Structure, Person and Interest)
We use the dualism of nomothetic and ideographic approaches as a guideline.
The words nomothetic and ideographic are often used similarly to the words
etic and emic. As they are not everywhere used in the same way, we use them
for different meanings. „Etic“ means the perspective from outside of a culture
and „emic“ the perspective from inside. Ideographic approaches to other cul-
tures are interested in emic meanings and the particular, nomothetic ap-
proaches come from etic perspectives with the aim to find something gener-
al (cross-cultural, global and, in the end, universal laws). The words
nomothetic and ideographic address an interest, emic and etic a point of view. 
To understand the special situation in comparative studies regarding mu-
sic education it is helpful first to consider methodological possibilities from
a meta perspective. A general distinction between experimental, statistical
and comparative methods and case studies can be made (see for example Jahn
2005) (see Fig. 7). 
The experiment in its purest form is impossible in music education re-
search, because it is not possible, to exactly repeat any experimental setting
in social studies. It is not possible to change only one independent variable in
an isolated setting, because we cannot get the same people twice. But in a
softer sense it is methodological standard in social sciences to change the
stimulus (the independent variable) in some groups (for example music class-
es) and compare it with other “normal” music classes, which don’t get the
stimulus.15 Addressing international and intercultural studies Tobin gives,
again, a softer understanding of the experimental method:
For instance a team of ethnographers could agree to focus on the same issues, ask
similar questions, and apply a common mode of analysis to several cultures. This
is the approach that reached its zenith in the six-culture study organised by John
and Beatrice Whiting in the early 1950s. (Tobin 1999, 127)
In comparative music education we found no experimental studies and a few
with statistical analysis (e.g. Brand, 2004; Ho/Law, 2006).16 Tobin calls his
own studies on pre-schools in three cultures from 1989 a “scientific Natural
Experiment” (Tobin, 1999, 126–127). In this sense the setting of the Leipzig-
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15 E.g. the Bastian-Study in Germany 2000.
Symposium could also be called an experimental setting, because the partic-
ipants of seven nation-states ask similar questions and apply a common
videographic approach to their music classroom cultures.
On the whole nomo-
thetic approaches are re-
lated to statistical and
comparative methods,
while ideographic ap-
proaches are related to
comparative methods
and case studies. Until
today the field of com-
parative music education
is dominated by compar-
ative methods and case
studies (see Fig. 7). Com-
parative Methods use
settings where a limited
number of cases (or ob-
jects) is compared. But
the reach of comparative
studies differs not only
depending on the num-
ber of cases but also on the methodology. Most-similar or most-different sys-
tems designs can bring the reach of comparative methods close to statistical
methods, if the selection bias is reduced. “In short, selecting cases on depend-
ent variable entails the high probability of getting the wrong answer” (Ged-
Christopher Wallbaum & Simon Stich
48
16 Questioning culture-specific understandings of self-esteem of music education students Brand
(2004) examines 37 American, 37 Australian and 67 Chinese students using a questionnaire
to measure multiple dimensions of self-concept. Ho & Law (2006) ask how students in the
classroom in Hong Kong, Shanghai and Taipei respond to different musical styles and mu-
sical activities. The results are based on questionnaires (1750 from Hong-Kong, 1741 from
Shanghai, and 1642 from Taipei) and interviews with teachers, and were discussed with re-
spect to curricula and to global trends in music education.
17 The dependent variable produces the similarities between cases for selection, but prevents
statements on how the variable interrelates or correlates with the cases. An interrelation is
a tacit assumption. 
Fig. 7: Types of comparative methods. (See
Lijphart 1975, 162 and Jahn 2005, 4) With
bold framed cells we mark dominating meth-
ods in comparative music education.
des 1990, 149, cited from Jahn 2005, 6 and 18).17 For instance we should not
sample music lessons from one culture only, if we want to explore cultural in-
fluence on music teaching. This is valid for comparative studies with several
cases, at least more than two. Comparisons of only two cases come close to
case studies, as they cannot prove any laws. For example Clifford Geertz
(1971) compared religious developments in Morocco and Indonesia. A con-
trast oriented method helps to ideographically analyse local or cultural char-
acteristics.18 
Single case studies in ethnology and anthropology often deal with implic-
it comparisons, but there are several processes to be methodologically re-
flected as comparative methods. A single case can be compared not only with
a second case but also with theories, with typical ideals or counterfactual
thought experiments (Tetlock/Belkin 1996; in videography see Dinkelack-
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17 The dependent variable produces the similarities between cases for selection, but prevents
statements on how the variable interrelates or correlates with the cases. An interrelation is
a tacit assumption. 
18 Hummrich describes the relevance of an ideographic approach to contrasting cases: „The
goal of comparison is primarly not of statistical representativity but is carving out rules of
social practices through understanding symbolic order.“ (Hummrich 2014, 96, all transla-
tions from German to English from the authors)
Fig. 8: Internal (within) Comparison
er/Herrle 2009, 75–92). Even parallel demonstration of theory can be un-
derstood as a comparison: by illustrating causal effects it goes far beyond
theory without empirical examples (Jahn 2005, 9). 
Apart from these special external comparisons of single cases, internal or
within comparisons also take place. If we compare a lot of elements within a
framed case or a field e.g. to find something common between them, we are
doing a within comparison (Fig. 8).19 If an ethnologist lives in a new culture,
he/she samples lots of situations and compares them until principles are found.
If for example Clausen (2009) triangulates written documents, personal con-
versation and videos in a “mixed method design” (2016, 147), he compares
moments to confirm principles he found in the Japanese music education. He
follows a methodological rule to verify rules in his object of research.20
At this point we can sharpen the differentiation between (explicitly) com-
paring and implicitly comparing: 
(1)Comparison takes place not only between objects such as cultures or cas-
es or lessons but also within them. And both external and internal (=with-
in) comparisons can be done explicitly or implicitly. 
(2)Every (explicit) comparison is to some extent clear and reflected, as it
states objects and categories (or aspects) to be compared (like the two
chairs as fit to sit on, in our thought experiment above). In contrast to im-
plicit comparison this means that the objects being compared and the com-
parison itself become a documented issue of research. 
(3)Beyond that methodological comparison follows a defined procedure (or
rule). 
Methodological reflection is an important dimension of scientific quality, but
as the political scientist Jahn (2005, 11) warns concerning comparative and
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19 Principles of this kind may be culturally true in the emic sphere of a field, but that does not
mean that it has to be nomothetically true for intercultural comparison. Nomothetic laws
may be found in isomorphe structures. (See in this sense also reflection on gestalt theory in
Chapter I.3 The Analytical Short Film.)
20 Comparable methods with different theoretical perspectives have been applied concerning
youth cultures in music education during the 1990s. (Wallbaum 1996 takes a praxial per-
spective following Wittgenstein; Stroh 2010 follows a Vygotskian approach in his “Tätig -
keits theorie”). The Philosophical Investigations (Philosophische Untersuchungen) of Ludwig
Wittgenstein are a perfect example for a purely emic, within comparison. Because he pre-
supposes that people can only think within a language, it is logically impossible to speak in
a meta language about language. So he shows how natural language works by just juxta-
posing several examples of how words are used in the language. 
especially ideographic investigations, researchers must not confuse detailed
methodological reflection in a study with high validity of its results. In prin-
ciple, ideographic research can only generate scientific categories and hy-
potheses for external comparison:
... it can only hope “to stumble upon general truth while sorting through special
cases.” (Geertz 1971, 4)
We described the historical development of comparative music education
above. Regarding the cultural turn the works of Clausen (2009, with Chat-
terjee 2012) can be called exemplary albeit decades after the turn, as they
disregard all explicit external comparison. Just as musical ethnologists do,
Clausen goes into the field of Japanese music education in schools (and, in an-
other study from 2012, into private music education in India), he uses inter-
nal comparisons (triangulation and mixed-method-design) for understand-
ing, and presents his results without external comparisons.
Generally, the ethnological radicalism that focuses on emic meanings only
corresponds to the basic assumption that everything is determined by cul-
ture. If we follow this assumption, everything becomes relative to culture. A
logical conclusion is that no adequate intercultural comparison is possible,
just as no poem can be translated exactly to another language. 
According to concepts of presenting ethnological research, no external
comparison can be done, this can only happen implicitly “in the head” of
readers. In this situation a basic problem arises: the field has to be perceived
and the findings must be interpreted and arranged for readers. At this mo-
ment the person of the researcher enters and the attention draws to his per-
sonal skills and circumstances. The general educators Phillips & Schweis-
furth (2014) entitle a chapter in their book
The crux of comparative and international education inquiry: The relationship be-
tween the researcher and the researched. (Phillips/Schweisfurth, 2014, 66-70)
The authors demand that researchers should reflect and answer the follow-
ing questions (and more):
How familiar are they with [the context]? How similar or different with their
‘home’ context is it? How well equipped are they to learn from similarities and dif-
ferences? (ibid., 66)
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The authors present continuation in two matrices. Researchers may use them
to reflect on to what extent they are familiar with the studied culture (see
Fig. 9a) and they can reflect on their personal skills and perspectives: to what
extent are they critically reflective of their own culture and curious about
others without ‘othering’ them? (Fig. 9b). 
At this point of reflection, two incompatible assumptions and methods in
comparative music education can be identified. The one sets the emic per-
spective as a cultural absolute and excludes any nomothetic comparison (re-
member case studies in Fig. 7), the other starts with nomothetic interest and
misses the emic perspective on music (comparative methods in Fig. 7). The
one sets the researcher (e.g. an ethnologist) as a single person into the centre,
the other focuses on exercising controlled methods and procedures. Sharp-
ening the one again leaves understanding to the endless blurry complexity of
a person in his or her individual situation, and the other insists on accurate
data to find isomorphe social structures, principles and criticisable assertions.
Is it possible to harmonise these positions in comparative music education or
do we have to decide which side we are on? 
To be able to compare different cases, we must formulate tertia compara-
tionis in nomothetic terms. From a strictly logical position there is a gap be-
tween ideographic and nomothetic research:
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Fig. 9a: Research circumstances and
potential respond (Phillips & 
Schweis furth 2014, 67) 
Fig. 9b: Skills and perspectives of
the researcher (Phillips & Schweis-
furth 2014, 70)
When an ethnography is broken up and turned into characteristics, factors, and
codes, most anthropologists believe that much of the original meaning is lost, as
emic meanings collapsed into etic categories. (Tobin 1999, 126–127)
The history of comparative music education seems to correspond with this
theoretical dualism in a way. The first international studies, with under-
standing as their guiding interest, started with etic categories taken from the
organisational and administrative structures of nation-states (Lepherd 1988,
1991, 1994, 1995). Later, after the cultural turn, nations were replaced by
cultures and globally assumed social structures were replaced by emic per-
spectives and meanings (Clausen 2009). However, already in 1985, Lepherd
titled a paper “Comparative Music Education: Viewing the Forest as well as
the Trees”, and most studies in CME mixed both perspectives. They could
start from an etic term like “Foundation of Music education” (Cox/Stevens,
2010), “Patriotism” (Hebert/Kertz-Welzel, 2012) or “Inclusion” (Burnard et
al., 2008), primarily juxtaposing the narratives of experts with (partly free-
hand) comparative interpretation.21 Or they started from an ideographic sin-
gle case study to find units with emic relevance before they are juxtaposed
and compared with emic units from another culture (see Fig. 10).22
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21 Burnard et al. (2008) carried out an international and comparative study in four countries
(Sweden, Spain, Australia and UK) to examine how the concept of inclusion is put into prac-
tice. First, the institutional contexts are juxtaposed and then compared (looking for com-
monalities), secondly, examples of classroom practice are juxtaposed and discussed in rela-
tion to the institutional context. Each country-context was presented from a researcher with
an emic perspective. The comparative method was useful to light the taken-for-grantedness
and hidden assumptions of the researchers and national discourses. 
Pardas (2016) examines curriculum policies in two world regions (in English-speaking coun-
tries: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, UK, and the USA, and in Southwestern European
countries: France, Italy, Portugal, and Spain) and the curriculum practices exemplified in
New Zealand and Catalonia. By referring to the Bray & Thomas Cube (1995, following
Bereday’s procedure for comparative analysis (1964), Pardas contextualizes her research
within educational comparative inquiry. 
22 Wallbaum (2013b) and Stich (2015) give examples of the model in Fig. 10. Based on the
stimulus of three music lessons on video from Germany Wallbaum (2013b) explores, how
music education students from five countries in Europe discuss similarities and differences
to the classroom practice they know from their schools. Juxtaposing and comparing the
(emic) descriptions results in hypothesis about cross-cultural categories and aspects of class-
room practice. Stich (2015) at first produces thick descriptions of a music lesson on video
from Germany and a music lesson on video from Sweden and only in the second step de-
scribes in a comparative perspective structures of the lessons and the implicit logics and goals
of the lessons. The study brings up hypothesis about implicit und explicit pedagogical tra-
ditions in the classroom. See also criteria in Chapter I.3 The Analytical Short Film, 109.
The methods of both case studies and comparative methods may be different,
but in the end the claim of validity is similar: how can we know if a princi-
ple of social structure is a principle? How can we know, if we have stumbled
upon a general truth? A first step may be to find one or more further com-
parable cases (or units) to verify or falsify a hypothesis. Jahn concludes, that
for empirically verifying or falsifying any hypotheses, designs with explicit
nomothetic categories must be found. He outlines, what are globally the most
similar systems designs (2005, 20 f.). This has not been feasible in the area of
music education research up to now. 
What has already happened in studies of comparative music education de-
spite methodological contradictions concerning ideographic and nomothetic
understandings, has got theoretical tailwind from reflections about transcul-
ture and cultural hybridity (see Welsch, Reckwitz, Cappai, Schriewer). Even
if there is no new basic knowledge about connections between nature and
culture, globalisation has changed the empirical world. Practically no culture
exists on earth which has not had contact with others, with radio, Coca-Cola
and the  internet. All cultures are interwoven with other cultures when social
structures, roads and hospitals, dealers and banks, ministries and schools, ra-
dio, tv and internet penetrate their lifeworlds. 
If we take the three aspects together, which in a way took place in succes-
sive historical phases and which we presented in this chapter as nomothetic
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Fig. 10: From Emic Perspectives to Nomothetic Terms (Inspired from Bereday
1964 /Hilker 1962)
comparative methods, ideographic case studies (see Fig. 7) and the research cir-
cumstances including the person of the researcher (see Fig.s 9a and 9b), we
have the three aspects which Cappai (2010) and other theorists of intercultural
and international comparative research claim to be relevant. In comparative
music education we have to reflect that we are dealing with emic cultural
meanings, isomorph social structures and persons with individual activities.
And beyond this, practices from different cultures come together, e.g. such
from oral musical cultures and  others from literate pedagogical cultures. So
enhancing a metaphor of Lepherd, comparative music education means: pick-
ing up appropriate glasses and viewing the forest as well as the trees. 
Comparative Music Education in a Cube
So far this chapter has mapped general reflection about comparing, about his-
torical changes of paradigms in comparative music education from nation to
culture, the special focus on culture due to the subject music, and several in-
terests in comparative investigations, which can be summarised under the in-
terests of application or understanding. In the latter section it became clear,
that general methodological possibilities in comparative music education de-
veloped in accordance with the historical change of paradigms from experi-
mental or statistical settings to “comparative studies” (comparisons of small
numbers of cases) and single case studies, i.e. from nomethetic to ideograph-
ic approaches. According to the growing consciousness about the complexity
of cultural entanglements the focus of methodological reflection shifted to the
researcher as interpreting person, who combines several variables to a narra-
tive. Currently, the different focuses change from a historical one-by-one to a
more side-by-side mode under the guidance of the culture-paradigm. 
Now we are going to reconstruct some categories, which have proved
valuable in existing comparative music education research. The purpose of re-
lating the categories in a cube is to present three different dimensions of mu-
sic education, which prove to be relevant in any comparative research about
music education. The Comparative Music Education Cube (Fig. 14) picks up
the basic structure of the Comparative Education Cube of Bray & Thomas
(1995; 2014), only replacing the axis Ethnic Groups with Musical Cultures.
The axes of the cube coordinate three dimensions: musical cultures, peda-
gogical cultures and locations.
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– Titling axis A Music: Structures addresses the cultural nature of the sub-
ject of music education: music. It may appear both independent of or in-
tegrated into governmental structures. The theoretical framework of
Schippers (2010) proves useful to find categories for this axis. (Fig 11)
– The axis B addresses the second element of music education: education, in-
cluding its administrative and philosophical dimension in both general
and music education. The theoretical framework of Lepherd (1988, 1991,
summarised in Kemp/Lepherd 1992) proves useful to find categories for
this axis. (Fig. 12)
– The third axis addresses different Locations. This proves useful since most
studies in comparative music education are – alongside further aspects –
determined by this dimension. 
Fig 11: Categories derived from Schippers (2010, 119–136)
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23 Underlined categories will appear in the cube, the others will be merged with other cate-
gories.
Categories of musical
cultures
Categories of educational
cultures
Categories of Locations
Transmission of the mu-
sical culture23 (modes
of transmission)
Notation (modes of
transmission)
Tradition of musical cul-
ture (issues of context)
Musical style (issues of
context)
Music theory (modes of
transmission)
Body of works (modes of
transmission)
Instruments (dimensions
of interaction)
Concept on music (ap-
proach to cultural di-
versity)
Teaching and learning
(modes of transmis-
sion)
Teaching method (modes
of transmission)
Informal situations
Communities (informal)
Classrooms (formal)
Schools (formal)
Music schools (formal)
Universities (formal)
The theoretical framework of the Dutch ethnologist and sitar player Huib
Schippers (2010) allows us to derive categories for the music cultural and the
locational axes of the cube (see Fig. 11), even if the author does not distin-
guish explicitly between musical and pedagogical aspects.24 Beyond these as-
pects of classroom-practice, Schippers distinguishes locations: music educa-
tion in schools and music schools, universities, communities and classrooms.
Locations and cultures can be both issue and context.
Laurence Lepherd (1988, 1991, summarised in Kemp/Lepherd 1992) em-
phasises six cross-national categories from comparative education research,
most of them related to educational rather than to musical cultures. Lepherd
gives aims (of music education and education), administration, structure and
organisation of music education, finance, curricula and teacher education.
Lepherd (1988, 1991, 1994, 1995) convincingly uses these categories on mu-
sic educational contexts and relates them with locational levels from nation-
al to provincial and local (see Fig. 12). 
Fig 12: Categories derived from Lepherd (cf. 1988, 1991, summarised in
Kemp & Lepherd 1992)
A combination of the theoretical frameworks of Schippers (Fig. 11) and Le-
pherd (Fig. 12) gives a basic analytical structure to the field of comparative
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24 Because the framework of Schippers serves us as a first orientation we do not pay attention
to the complex hierarchy of dimensions, continua and its indicators: all in all they work as
cross-cultural categories.
Categories of musical
cultures
Categories of educational
(and music educational)
cultures
Categories of Locations
Aims
Administration on differ-
ent levels
Structure and organisa-
tion of music educa-
tion
Finance
Curricula
Teacher education
National
Provincial
Local
music education research. Before bringing them together in a final cube we
enrich the sample of units with some more findings in a third table.
Regarding the music educational axis of the cube McCarthy (2012) di-
vides the field of international music education into six aspects.  She starts
with the status of music in education and music education advocacy and
points out the importance of politics in national dealings with music educa-
tion. From this point of view her question Whose music is presented? should
not be forgotten in comparisons of curricula. Her aspect, changing culture of
pedagogy, includes Schippers’ transmisson modes of teaching and learning
and goes beyond it in a critical perspective, if we follow the definition of
Alexander,
that the educational activity which we call pedagogy – the purposive mix of edu-
cational values and principles in action, of planning, content, strategy and tech-
nique, of learning and assessment, and of relationships both instrumental and af-
fective – is a window on the culture of which it is a part (Alexander 1999, 149).
The value-entanglement of culture seems to be doubly noteworthy in music
education, because pedagogic and music (cultural) values can interact con-
structively as well as destructively in several respects (see Chapters III.2, IV.2
und V). This is why the unit music educational philosophies, which Kertz-
Welzel (2013, 54–56) points out, cannot be underestimated. 
Regarding the music cultural axis of the cube we add some categories
which result from the reflections above regarding the distinction between na-
tion and culture. Since cultural borders are not necessarily identical to na-
tional or administrative borders, we have to ask for musical cultures around,
institutionalizations of musical culture, and for techniques of participants,
and techniques of musicians to describe these more or less hybrid constella-
tions (see Fig. 13). The category techniques of musicians includes Schippers’
categories: body of works, musical styles, notation, instruments and the ques-
tion on the role of music theory. 
Regarding the ongoing globalisation and shrinking importance of nation-
states, two more locational levels are gaining growing importance for emerg-
ing cultures and may hence be useful for analysis: world regions as larger
units than states and – going beyond the usual meaning of location – virtual
places.
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Fig. 13: Categories derived from McCarthy (2012) and our own comple-
tion
The cube Comparative Music Education (see Fig. 14) regarding the axes is in-
spired by the Cube of Bray&Thomas (1995; 2014), only replacing the axis
Ethnic Groups with Music: Structures. The single categories result from those
in Fig. 11–13. 
Of course no mapping can present a whole landscape. Bray & Thomas in-
troduced their cube to overcome nation-states as the single dominating cate-
gory in comparative education. They intended to encourage more complex
approaches and well balanced descriptions in form of multi-level analyses. In
addition, the cube of comparative music education was intended to present rel-
evant dimensions of comparisons and led us to a structure, which presents
general aspects of music education: pedagogy combined with the subject mu-
sic as culture and its situatedness. Each category on the musical and educa-
tional axis of the cube can be described as a social generated structure in the
form of institutions, symbols and/or cultural techniques (practices) etc., used
for articulating cultures (Lebensformen).
Every mapping turns some perspectives and categories more into the spot-
light than others. The present model presents a combination of categories ex-
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Categories of musical
cultures
Categories of educational
and (music educational)
cultures
Categories of Locations
Musical cultures around
Institutionalization of
musical culture
Techniques of musicians
Techniques of partici-
pants
Artefacts
The status of music in ed-
ucation
Professional networks
and research
Music education advoca-
cy
Classroom practices (re-
spectively changing
culture of pedagogy) 
Music educational
philosophies
History of music educa-
tion
World region
Virtual space
tracted from existing studies and a little systematising reflection. The cube
can be a means to find new research objects as well as to assist reflection on
existing projects and research in music education. 
In whole the cube illustrates the complexity of the interconnectedness of
music educational practices. It presents a network of interdependences, which
all too easily are forgotten in practical research guides. Using one single cat-
egory from each axis creates little cubes within the big cube adressing one
unit of research in comparative music education. In the geometrical centre
of the big cube lies for example history and advocacy within schooltype/lo-
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Fig. 14: Cube for comparative music education
cal region regarding artefacts and concepts of music (8 small cubes in the
middle of the big cube). 
The Leipzig-Symposium in Terms of Comparing – A Summary
Locating the Leipzig-Symposium within the cube (Fig. 14) on the first view
produces one little cube in the front corner of the big cube. It is built from the
categories Classroom (axis C), Pedagogical Practice (axis B) and Transmis-
sion of musical culture (axis A). The classroom-videos that were the focus of
the symposium firstly direct the attention to surface qualities like the sound,
forms of verbal and nonverbal communication, interior design, floor plan,
positioning in action, etc. And in fact, in the form of Analytical Short Films
the videos became pivotal points for the contributions to the symposium. 
The participants had been asked to bring “good music lessons” (in the eye
of the teacher) to the symposium, so criteria and norms for the quality of
music lessons were addressed and the national experts on music education
had to connect the lesson-on-video with curricula, current philosophy of mu-
sic education, national policy and/or other aspects of music education. Hence,
applied to the cube several further small cubes (units) emerge and show a
network of related categories. Just as in an ethnological field study, in the
chapters contributed by national experts in this book, different units about
a lesson-on-video can be understood as triangulated (compared in more than
one relation) to examine the coherence of an integrated interpretation. (See
Part V Summary Comparing Normative Constellations) 
At the symposium the authors were asked to describe their “own” lesson
from an assumed national but, in any case, an emic perspective. The proce-
dures of relating the lesson-on-video to theories and sometimes ideologies
can be described as mostly implicit comparisons within the “own” culture
of music education. Connecting rationales with actions is not often explicit-
ly reflected as a comparison. Another and challenging case of comparison is
the function of the second Analytical Short Film (ASF-2). The authors had
been asked to present a “strange aspect” from an “other” lesson in order to
be stimulated to show taken-for-granted assumptions by describing the
strange aspect. Faced with this task, the authors found diverse solutions. As
intended for the setting of the symposium, one described the aspect of a cul-
turally external lesson as an internal one from the “own” emic perspective
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(see Chapters II.1 Bavaria, II.5 Estonia, II.7 Scotland and II.2 Beijing). An-
other solution was to position the researcher out of national cultures in the
context of a research community (two times explicitly jumping to another
position) and to start from this etic point in the style of Fig. 10: firstly re-
constructing emic interpretations of both lessons, secondly juxtaposing them
and at the end making a comparative interpretation with a reflected tertium
comparationis (see Chapters II.6 Lower Saxony, II.4 Catalonia, II.3 Califor-
nia and II.1 Bavaria). A different solution of comparing strange aspects is
presented in the ASF-2 of Zandén (Chapter II.8 Sweden): He contrasts writ-
ten aims from the “own” country with practice from an “other”, which seems
to be better than lesson-practice from the former. 
Locating the Leipzig-Symposium within the cube on a second view po-
tentially brings the whole cube into the horizon, as now not only the single
lessons-on-video and their descriptions become an issue but also intercultur-
al understanding of emic meanings and theories. Talking about a classroom
praxis has already addressed its quality and asked for aims and reasons and
was thus linked to other fields of the axes A and B of the big cube. It de-
pended on the glasses of the researchers, if they looked more at the forest or
the trees, if they compared within their national culture (or discourse) of mu-
sic education or if they looked at it from an etic point of view such as a spe-
cific research context. Now, in the plenum of the symposium, the single de-
scriptions of the presentations are implicitly compared with the experience of
every listener and the lessons-on-video become the pivotal tertium compara-
tionis for explicit comparisons of terms, theories and hidden assumptions.
The idea of the symposium was to document all comparisons made to com-
pare the comparisons and to derive cross-cultural candidates for nomothetic
categories in music education.25
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